in Pskov. 2 In this article, I of er a close reading of fourteen interview transcripts from a larger number produced as part of the i eldwork conducted in Ivanovo in . 3 The texts provide vivid insight into the religious imagination of Soviet citizens, many of whom were elderly working-class or peasant women, a cohort ot en awarded little attention in historical studies, although the demographic imbalances generated by the war made them a signii cant presence in late Soviet society. 4 The interviews also provide insight into the atheist, or secularizing, goals of the party-state. As Catherine Wanner has recently argued, "Secularization was an integral element to socialist modernity and state building in the USSR." Although the post-Soviet years saw a religious boom, she argues, we should not see this simply in terms of the regime's failure but rather explore the ways in which the promotion of atheism itself "fueled religious change." 5 This i ts with Charles Taylor's invitation to view secularization not simply in terms of what has been lost: "The rise of modernity isn't just a story of loss, of subtraction." 6 Writing on the North Atlantic world, Taylor asserts, "The pattern of modern religious life under 'secularization' is one of destabilization and recomposition, a process which can be repeated many times." 7 In the USSR, secularization was, of course, envisaged as only the i rst step: religion would i rst be driven out of public life; later it would disappear altogether. An urge to accelerate toward this future state of universal atheism-an impulse pursued with varying levels of ferocity in dif erent decades-made seculariza- tion more militant, violent, and unpredictable than elsewhere and, as a result, the tendency toward "destabilization" and "recomposition" of religious life potentially more acute. This article explores two key aspects of Soviet secularization. First, I examine believers' heterodox conceptions of heaven and hell. Their departures from and reworkings of church teaching were in part the result of a "domestication" of spiritual life that reduced knowledge of Christian doctrine. 8 But they testify not only to a failure to reproduce church teaching but also to moments of individual creativity. They demonstrate the interconnectedness of the religious and the secular: the values and aesthetics embodied in the at erlife were rooted in the experience of this life, with the language, aspirations, and frustrations of Soviet existence animating the religious imagination. Furthermore, it suggests that among the poor and socially excluded, visions of the at erlife sometimes articulated a desire for social equality considered missing from Soviet society.
Second, I probe the Soviet state's problematic dependency on atheism. Religion, it has been argued, is essential to the construction of modernity: by dictating the place and nature of acceptable religious behavior, the modern state displays and reai rms its own power and establishes a dichotomy between the rational and enlightened nature of secular governance and the dangers of untamed, uncontrolled religiosity. 9 In the Soviet case, the assertion of modernity-packaged as "progress"-was absolutely central to the regime's claim to legitimacy and the binary with religion especially prominent. 10 But, paradoxically, the Soviet party-state needed believers, even as propagandists labored for their extinction. Take, for example, Nikita Khrushchev's reported boast that one day soon the last priest would be paraded on Soviet television. Even in this much-anticipated moment of religion's destruction, a believer was required in order to publicly display the dark past Soviet power had ousted. 11 In some cases, believers were presented as irrational and 8. In her work on Georgia and Azerbaijan, Tamara Dragadze uses the term domestication, arguing that because churches and mosques were closed, lay people took over key religious activities and some rituals were performed in the home. She does not see religiosity itself declining. Tamara even violent fanatics, a handy foil to the new Soviet man; in others, they were dupes in need of enlightenment to allow them entry into the communist society under construction.
12 These rival images of the "believer" jostled, both of them meant to reinforce the binary between modernity and backwardness. In the l esh, however, people who professed a religious faith rarely conformed to either of these prototypes, a fact that made propaganda and ideological work involving their participation potentially hazardous, for they had the potential to unsettle the modernity-backwardness binary.
In his seminal study of late Soviet culture, Alexei Yurchak characterizes ideological representations as "normalized, ubiquitous, and predictable." 13 Soviet propagandists at the time themselves would seem to concur: reports about atheist work were ot en critical of its repetitious and dull nature.
14 It is intriguing, however, that Yurchak's study does not address atheist work explicitly, despite the huge amount of time and resources that were devoted to it right up until the 1980s. I argue here that atheist projects in fact represent something of an exception to Yurchak's picture, notwithstanding the concerns of contemporaries. The intimacy of the interviews, and the life-anddeath issues they addressed, made them less routinized and perhaps more volatile than suggested by Yurchak's depiction of other ideological work. As Sonja Luehrmann writes, "Even during the decades known as the era of 'stagnation,' Soviet secular culture retained a measure of dynamism."
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In the research projects examined here, atheist work was far from routinized, not least because it required the active participation of believersbelievers who were neither fanatics nor dupes. Organized by social scientists eager to pursue i eldwork now that the straitjacket of Stalinism had been cast of , the interviews brought members of the younger generation-the constructors of tomorrow's communism-into contact with those considered marginal to the Soviet community: religious believers, many of them elderly women. Some interviewees appeared cagey, anxious to give the right answer to their 12 14. Writing about the Khrushchev era, Elena Zhidkova notes that the quality of lectures was ot en considered unsatisfactory and that reports from party raikomy were full of criticism about the standard of atheist propaganda provided. Elena Zhidkova, "Antireligioznaia kampaniia vremen 'ottepeli' v Kuibyshevskoi oblast΄," Neprikosnovennyi zapas 59, no. semioi cial visitors, but others apparently welcomed the opportunity to speak about lives that were hard and lonely, perhaps l attered that their thoughts on God and the at erlife mattered at er all.
This kind of i eldwork was, of course, only one side of the Soviet state's approach to religion and its followers. The persecution of those whose faith was less "domesticated," who worshipped publicly and campaigned for greater religious freedom, was unambiguous, and their ordeals were reported widely outside the USSR at the time. 16 By the i nal years of the USSR, some religious communities clearly felt their faith was incompatible with Soviet identity. For example, from the 1970s, a Protestant emigration movement mobilized on the basis that it was simply not possible to be Christian in a communist country.
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Yet the more equivocal encounters between representatives of the atheist establishment and the believers they interviewed under examination here are also deserving of attention, for they bring to light some of the dii culties the atheist project encountered when it tried to develop techniques other than brute repression.
Ideological work with believers was fundamental to the Soviet project for a number of reasons, I suggest, but one key reason was that it reinforced a dialectical relationship between religion as backwardness and atheism as progress. These attempts to establish "religion" as the antithesis of everything "Soviet," particularly pronounced under Khrushchev, were ot en rather fragile and contested, as other recent work also testii es. Victoria Smolkin-Rothrock's study of the journal Nauka i religiia (Science and religion), founded in 1959, suggests the atheist establishment was already in a state of crisis by the midsixties, its staf concerned that the combative approach taken so far was failing to meet readers' spiritual needs. The 1964 proposal to ditch the title Nauka i religiia rel ected editorial concern that depicting "science" and "religion" as adversaries was no longer the most ef ective tool for creating atheist dispositions (even if the new titles put forward for consideration still implicitly suggested "the binary opposition of light, science, reason, and life, on the one hand," and "darkness, irrationality, and death," on the other).
18 Luehr mann's anthropological work in the Volga region reveals that the experience and skills that cultural workers developed in the Soviet era, sometimes directly in the sphere of atheist instruction, have ot en been transferred to new roles as religious leaders in post-Soviet times; rather than presenting this as a narrative in which "religious and secular form . . . simply replace and supersede one another," she speaks of the "constant back-and-forth between the dynamics of secularization and theologization." 19 Focusing on concrete moments when representatives of the atheist establishment and the believer met face-to-face 16 in the mid-sixties, I examine this kind of "back-and-forth" and reveal just how brittle the religion-atheism binary could prove in practice.
A Decade of Scientii c Atheism, 1954-1964
Before proceeding to the interviews themselves, it is important to establish the context in which they were produced. Antireligious campaigns date back to the earliest years of Soviet power, but the distinctive feature of the atheist measures explored here is the role played by academic institutions. "Scientii c atheism" of ered an alternative to the more violent techniques ot en deployed. The growing inl uence of social scientists who rejected crude socioeconomic models to explain religious belief in favor of more historicized, nuanced accounts brought into existence the individualized and ot en idiosyncratic encounters studied in the main body of this article. Antireligious propaganda fell into abeyance during World War II and was revived at er Iosif Stalin's death: i rst with a short crusade in 1954, later a more sustained campaign during the last i ve years of Khrushchev's rule. In these years, places of worship were shut, ordinary believers faced discrimination, and religious leaders were arrested. 20 Abusing the criminal justice system for such ideological ends seems to run contrary to the ethos of de-Stalinization, but in other ways the campaigns were in keeping with the spirit of the era, especially the renewed commitment to constructing communism. Moreover, the party's desire to raise the new Soviet person and to eradicate the "vestiges of the past" (perezhitki proshlogo) converged with the revival of the social sciences, a fact that was, in time, to provide a distinctive dimension to antireligious work, especially in comparison with prewar antecedents.
In 1954, the Central Committee decreed that the social sciences should play a role in cultivating atheist worldviews, and over the course of the next two years, new sections devoted to the study of religion and atheism were opened at the history and philosophy institutes at the Academy of Sciences.
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Academics were increasingly able to conduct active research. 22 This was a radical departure and threw up a host of methodological and theoretical issues. According to the records of discussions held at the Academy of Sciences, not all were happy with the new, "scientii c" trajectory antireligious work was taking: some older colleagues expressed nostalgia for their days as bezbozhniki, with one arguing in 1960 that the campaigning style (kampaneiskaia liniia) of the past was needed. 23 At the same seminar, there were also debates about the extent to which the purely materialist explanations of the Stalin era were adequate for explaining religion's tenacity. One participant, for example, argued that scholars' expectation of a link between "backwardness" and religiosity had not been met. In fact, he said, it was in the advanced (peredovye) collective farms that religious activity was higher: once a kolhkhoznitsa has a washing machine, she has more time to go to church. 24 L. N. Mitrokhin, a member of the Institute of Philosophy and soon a leading authority on Protestantism in the USSR, countered that there was in fact a link between material conditions and belief but agreed it was not a direct one. 25 As the revolution receded, blaming religious belief on socioeconomic dif erenceunderstood to be a feature of capitalism and not socialism-was increasingly problematic. According to Sergei Alymov's recent work, any claim that such "perezhitki" were the product of deep-rooted social inequalities inherent in SSSR, 1936 SSSR, -1980 , op. 1 (nauchno-organizatsionnye materialy instituta), d. 854 (protokoly zasedanii sektora ateizma, 1956). 22. One of the i rst i eld expeditions was to study "sectarians" in Tambov the country's "socialist" economy bordered on the heretical. 26 One scholar was certainly troubled at i nding reference in a colleague's work to "disparities in property" (imushchestvennoe neravenstvo) as the cause of religion's survival. 27 Despite-or perhaps because of-these dii culties, in January 1964 a Central Committee decree brought together this rather dif use research under the auspices of a newly formed Institute of Scientii c Atheism.
28 At a major conference held at the institute in December 1964, the rector of the CPSU's Academy of Social Sciences, Iu. P. Franstev, opened proceedings by noting a shit : "social scientists" (obshchestvovedy) were abandoning literary sources and materials, he said, in favor of "concrete sociological research."
29 By this, Frantsev did not mean simply collecting and analyzing statistical i gures. The institute's work certainly did generate "hard" evidence, but in these years scholars-like Frantsev-frequently expressed a preference for qualitative i ndings. 30 At the same time, researchers moved away from purely socioeconomic explanations in favor of individualized methodologies that allowed them to explore the personal dimension. L. V. Mandrygin, from the Department of Philosophy at Voronezh Agricultural University, for example, endorsed an intensive, almost personalized, approach: "We must get to know the kind of life a person has led, the fate of the believer and his family, the situation in which he i nds himself, particularly the circumstances that have let the most vivid imprint on his consciousness. This is very important because studying an individual is like seeing a drop of water that rel ects the concrete social relations the person is experiencing in a given period, and as a result, in that period of society's historical development."
31 What Mandrygin had in mind with this formulation became clear in the following sections of his address in which he detailed a i ve-hour conversation with a Baptist, Mariia K., from the Moscow factory Manometr. He presented her religious belief not as the result of her socioeconomic background but as a rel ection of traumatic events in the country's history, such as collectivization (K.'s father had been "repressed" and her mother died during the famine), the war, and a period of "postwar dii culties. At this landmark 1964 conference, Frantsev also claimed that lengthy interviews not only helped researchers gain knowledge of the religious land scape but also had an ef ect on it: believers would begin to rel ect on the nature of their faith and perhaps start to question their convictions. 34 As Smolkin-Rothrock argues, those charged with carrying out the i eldwork were expected to both "accurately describe Soviet believers and at the same time transform these believers into atheists." 35 The concerns of the former bezbozhniki who worried that academic research lacked the campaigning spirit of their earlier antireligious campaigns were thus-at least in theory-allayed: the work being carried out by the institute was itself to contribute to the erosion of religious belief and to the creation of a society of atheists.
The social scientists who met at the Institute of Scientii c Atheism to discuss their research ot en referred to their own adventures in the i eld, but their contact with believers was not always i rst-hand. They regularly outsourced the interviewing to party propagandists, atheism lecturers, club managers, teachers, and-overwhelmingly-students. 36 Some were party or Komsomol members, but not all. As representatives of the atheist establishment, they would meet with a believer, sometimes on a number of occasions, and conduct an interview, following a rough template of questions, but they lacked the researchers' training and experience. The recruit setting out on a mission that was both scientii c and didactic in purpose would have been aware of certain conventions he should follow, but a good deal of autonomy and improvisation was required, both in the conduct of the interview and in the write-up that followed. The involvement of young people in the process rel ects a third purpose to the interviews: the reinforcement of the atheist message among Soviet youth. Smolkin-Rothrock argues that in the 1960s, there was concern about the growth of "indif erence"-in the place of convinced atheism-as well as about the survival of religious belief itself. 37 In addition to helping Smolkin, "'Sviato mesto pusto ne byvaet.'" 36. Explaining the methodology he had used, the lead researcher on a 1962 project explained that he had recruited 25 students enrolled in evening classes in the atheism department at the University of Marxism-Leninism, 116 students from the Institute of Engineering and Construction, 10 scientii c workers from the medical institute, 30 agitators from the party raikom, and 5 members of the regional board of the Knowledge (Znanie) Society. M. K. Tepliakov, "Materialy k issledovaniiu religioznosti naseleniia Voronezha i Voronezhskoi oblasti," in Klibanov, ed., Konkretnye issledovaniia sovremennykh religioznykh verovanii, 144-45. Luehrmann also notes that teachers and academics recruited their students. See Luehrmann, Secularism Soviet Style, 9.
37. Smolkin, "'Sviato mesto pusto ne byvaet.'" wean believers from their faith, the Institute of Scientii c Atheism's work was meant to counter this worrying trend. The interviews were thus three-fold in purpose: scientii c (recording the informant's beliefs); didactic or missionary (transforming the believer into an atheist); and performative (reai rming the superiority of educated, atheist culture). They show that the mobilizing ethos that had characterized the Soviet regime from its very inception remained alive at the dawn of the Brezh nev era, but the interviews' multiple, at times competing, goals made for uncertain results.
Identifying the Believer: Identity and Narrative
In the mid-sixties, the development of scientii c atheism as a social science, particularly the turn to sociology and psychology, gave ordinary believers new importance: they were not just a hangover from the prerevolutionary past, destined for extinction as a consequence of socioeconomic progress, but individuals whose personal experience and thoughts mattered. Rather than disappearing into the mists of time, he-or, as was commonly assumed, she-was actively sought out, as both the subject of scientii c research and a participant in the ritual of the interview, an event that, as we have seen, was intended to have a transformative ef ect on her. But who was the "believer"?
For Soviet social scientists in the 1960s, as for their contemporary counterparts, the question of how to measure religiosity and identify believers was never straightforward. 38 Although purely statistical research was sidelined, attempts to quantify the number of believers within Soviet society persisted, though the classii cations became more nuanced and gradated. One survey conducted in Voronezh region in 1968, for example, identii ed six categories, ranging from "committed/active" believer to "committed/active" unbeliever.
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Results indicated that approximately half of the population were passive unbelievers, about 12 percent "active" unbelievers, and a similar proportion believers (including both the "active" and "passive"). About three-quarters of the latter were women; half were over sixty. 40 Perhaps unsurprisingly published texts from the time give i gures suggesting somewhat higher levels of committed atheism.
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In the Ivanovo study of 1964-65 examined here, the focus was exclusively on believers, most of whom were already the subject of "individual work" by agitators and propagandists. 42 Of the fourteen interviewees selected for this article because of the fullness of their responses, twelve were women. Of the two men, one was a Baptist (and a prisoner). The other informants were all Orthodox. The majority of the women were pensioners. For the most part, the interviewers identii ed their subject simply as "the believer"; a few went further, with four of the transcripts noting that the person was "not an activist within the religious community and was not dependent on it materially." 43 Using the criteria of the Voronezh survey, they would probably be classii ed as "formal, passive" (formal΄nye, passivnye) believers or even "wavering" (kolebliushchiesia); they had probably already proven to be more receptive to "individual work" than those with a strong sense of their own religious identity (who may well have resented such ef orts as an unwelcome intrusion).
Beyond this, it was the stories the interviewees presented that provide researchers-both in the 1960s and today-with a sense of who they were. Let us begin with the transcript of the meeting with Anastasia Alekseeva. 44 As presented by the interviewer-an issue addressed later-it is a coherent narrative in which she emerges as a thoughtful, critical woman who shared the Soviet regime's skepticism toward the church as an institution but held on to her belief in God. Now a pensioner living in Ivanovo, she had grown up in the countryside and attended a church school; her mother and grandmother made her pray several times a day and her grandfather was a church warden. But hers was not a blind faith and she provides a vivid picture of early twentieth-century anticlerical sentiment. 45 They hated their village priest, she said, because he was debauched and had broken the seal of confession, spreading rumors about a parishioner who had buried an illegitimate baby. She used to go to pray at the Suzdal΄ convent with her mother but harbored doubts about the ef ectiveness of praying to relics (which she was not able to see) and had suspicions about the relationships between the nuns and neighboring monks. In the 1930s, when churches were shut, she began to pray at home and even at the time of the interview only attended services on important holidays. It was better to pray at home, she said, because churches were too crowded and she did not enjoy listening to the women's gossip. This narrative of her religious journey contains several ideas that had long been central to Soviet antireligious propaganda: the corrupt nature of the priesthood, the futility of praying to relics, and the "backwardness" of female-dominated church congregations.
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But this withdrawal from church life did not neatly equate with a rejection of religious belief. Her isolation from the communal life of the church obliged Alekseeva to reach her own interpretations of the Bible. Although identii ed by the interviewer as "semiliterate" (malogramotnaia), she had begun reading the Gospels three years earlier and, i nding that it said nothing about fasting, decided that this was an invention by the clergy. On the occasions when she did attend church, she liked some sermons but with others could "neither agree with the priest nor with God." She cited an example that she attributed to Elijah: the prophet was, she said, rebuked for punishing a rich man who stole grain from a poor man by scattering the rich man's grain; God told Elijah that if he was to start punishing everyone so severely, he would have to scatter them all across the world. 47 Alekseeva argued that God's rebuke was an injustice. "The outcome is that no one defends the poor, neither Elijah, whom God bars from punishing the rich, nor God."
48 Despite these doubts, she believed God created the natural world, she prayed regularly to the saints, and she lit small candles, regretful that she could not af ord bigger ones.
A pensioner of the same generation, Ol΄ga Kuznetsova, had attended a church school before the revolution, but in the early years of Soviet power her religious commitment had waned, particularly once she entered the ranks of the Komsomol. In 1938, however, tragedy struck: her husband was arrested, wrongly convicted, and died in prison. Following this bereavement, coupled with the death of her parents in the same year, Kuznetsova lost her "spiritual equilibrium" (to use the terminology applied by her interviewer). "God again i rmly entered her consciousness," it was noted. As recounted by her interviewer, at least, Kuznetsova's life story i t neatly with the thesis put forward by the Voronezh researcher, Mandrygin, who made a connection between terror and faith, arguing that believers were ot en people who had been caught up "in the violent maelstrom of events that are linked with key landmarks in the development of Soviet society," people whose hopes and plans had 47. It is hard to identify the story. It seems most likely that she in fact refers to a story from the life of Saint Spyridon: During a time of famine, greedy grain vendors who had cunningly stocked up were selling their grain at a very high price. A poor man whose family were starving asked one vendor to show mercy, but he refused to give anything away. The poor man went to Spyridon in despair, and the following night torrential rains fell, sweeping the grains away and scattering them widely; the following morning the poor could scoop up what they needed, and the rich man was punished for his lack of mercy. Given the association between Elijah and extreme weather in Slavic culture, a misattribution seems possible. There does not, however, seem to be a sense that God was critical of the rich man's punishment. A. V. Bugaevskii been shattered by "unexpected events" and by "elements of spontaneity" (elementy stikhiinosti). 49 Kuznetsova's return to her faith was largely an internalized one, and she tried to avoid praying in front of her children. When not too busy with work and raising three children single-handedly, she did like to attend church for religious holidays and enjoyed the "solemn beauty of the service," but she, like Alekseeva, confessed to some doubts: "She doesn't always believe the priests' sermons. She sometimes reads religious books but doesn't always believe what is written. She prays without icons, addressing God 'directly.'"
The 1930s af ected Anastasia Alekseeva and Ol΄ga Kuznetsova in quite dif erent ways, but it was in this decade that both women developed religious practices and beliefs in which the church establishment played a marginal role and their relationship with God and scripture was direct, independent, and to some extent critical. Their stories rel ect the domestication that scholars have attributed to the Stalin-era assault on religious institutions. 50 Speaking in the wake of Khrushchev's antireligious campaigns, and both surely aware of their depositions' eventual audience, the women undoubtedly accentuated their detached attitude toward the Orthodox establishment. Each woman surely thought carefully about how to articulate her life story in a way that projected her identity as a member of the Soviet community. But both apparently found it possible to do so without denying their religious beliefs, either by stressing their anticlericalism or by invoking the terror, a topic that in 1964 had not yet become entirely taboo. As we see in the next section, the beliefs they and others espoused also suggest the boundary between the Christian and the Soviet was a permeable one, despite the best ef orts of Soviet propaganda to assert the "otherness" of religious faith.
Heretical Beliefs? The Soviet At erlife and the Quest for Social Justice
In his study of religiosity in postwar Ukraine, P. M. Bondarchuk uses a number of the studies resulting from the kind of i eldwork initiated by the Institute of Scientii c Atheism. On the basis of these studies, published from the midsixties until the late 1980s, he argues that the period saw a signii cant shit in belief, with increasing numbers of those self-identifying as believers taking an individualistic approach to religious doctrine, particularly younger cohorts who sought accommodation between their Christian faith and materialist (stykhiino-materialistychni) understandings of the world and who had less experience of church attendance. 51 Based on the original interview transcripts, the analysis I of er in this article certainly supports Bondarchuk's claim that respondents did not reproduce Christian doctrine uniformly. However, this heterodoxy appears to have been common to all generations, particularly in terms of their vision of the at erlife (a key focus of the Ivanovo interviews). Moreover, rather than ai rming the inevitable rise of scientii c worldviews, informants' statements suggest a rather more complicated intermeshing of the Orthodox and the Soviet.
Interviewers were given a list of theological questions they should probe: How did the believer imagine God? Did she know the creed? What was her attitude to the Holy Trinity? What were her expectations for life beyond the grave?
52 Some of the questions they were posed evidently perplexed the interviewees. Ekaterina Cherentsova, for example, pictured God in the form of a man but could not clearly imagine the nature of the Trinity and admitted she had not contemplated it much (the interviewer commented knowingly that "she believes blindly in the dogma"). She did, however, speak at some length of the at erlife. When the body decays, she explained, it goes through a forty-day trial before being sent to heaven or hell, depending on God's assessment of the person. 53 Like Cherentsova, many interviewees spoke of the forty-day trial, a tenet of Orthodox teaching but also a particularly important phase in folk conceptions of death and the at erlife. 54 Anna Gorbatova, a sixty-three-year-old housewife identii ed as being of the Orthodox faith but not a religious "activist," believed that the soul was a "person in miniature" located inside the chest, a conception of the soul not uncommon in folk culture. 55 At er death, Gorbatova said, the soul l ies away to the sky, but she did not countenance her own resurrection: according to the interviewer's transcription, she "had heard about judgment day from her grandparents, but she is doubtful that this judgment ever took place." 56 In contrast, Evgeniia Velikanova, a seventy-eight-year-old pensioner from a family of laborers, said she did not believe in eternal life, asserting that the soul simply dissolves; nor did she believe in hell, arguing that God wouldn't have created such a place for his children. 55. According to Steve Smith, the belief that the spirit required a body of some kind in order to be individuated "meant that folk conceptions of the soul frequently construed it as a small child, or a homunculus." Smit, "Spasenie dushi. to them at er death, their formulations showing awareness (albeit sometimes confused) of church teaching as well as the imprint of folk concerns. They also highlight the independent nature of each woman's conclusions about the at erlife-a topic on which almost all respondents had something substantive to say. The women's rel ections on what would happen in "that world" were shaped by the language and aesthetics of life in the Soviet Union and by their own experiences. Despite embracing quite traditional notions of the soul's passage into the at erlife, Cherentsova, for example, had rather more innovative ideas about the selection process for heaven. 58 As reported, she believed that even a person who has committed quite signii cant sins on earth might be granted a place in heaven if he was "clever," because such people are necessary "for the building of paradise" (dlia stroitel΄stva raia). 59 Echoing a phrase that was ubiquitous in the early 1960s-the building of communism-this formulation suggested she considered a person's ability to contribute to society, and to help achieve progress, of greater value than purely moral qualities. Another interviewee, thirty-i ve-year-old Zoia Strelkova, a cleaner at the children's library in Ivanovo, apparently "dissatisi ed with life because she doesn't have her own corner, her own specialization, personal life, or family," believed in the eternity of the spirit, saying, "I will die, but my soul will live forever. Death is when we die and that's that. But the soul is eternal, and at er my death it will suf er torment for forty days, the angels and the antichrist will be close by, the angels noting all the good characteristics, the devil the bad ones, and whichever side weighs more will be where the soul goes, I'm not scared of death." In her mind's eye, she had a clear idea of what heaven would be like. "Heaven," she said, "is a place where there is everything: food, honey, apples, an apartment, the soul can be joyful. Hell-there the soul boils in tar, it is sickening, there is nowhere to go, you must languish forever." 60 Her image of heaven included the perhaps universal dream of bountiful food but also a reward specii c to Soviet life: the much-coveted kvartira-something out of reach for most unmarried cleaning women in the USSR.
The living conditions of Anna Bylkova were perhaps more dire still. An illiterate sixty-i ve-year-old, she shared a kind of cellar ( podval΄noe pomeshchenie) in Ivanovo. She was Orthodox but only attended church for religious holidays. The summary of her interview is an unusually short one, but its richness makes it worth citing in full.
The believer thinks that everything was created by God, that we are all in God's hands [khodim pod bogom] and live by his mercy. Has a confused understanding of the soul, but thinks that it (the soul) is located inside a person. Upon death, the soul leaves the body in the form of its owner and stands before God's court. The soul of sinners lives forever in hell; the soul of the innocent in heaven.
58. Ibid., ll. 68-69. 59. Ibid., l. 69. 60. Ibid., l. 157. Also cited in Andrianov, Lopatkin, and Pavliuk, Osobennosti sovremennogo religioznogo soznaniia, 41.
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The interviewee fears death, fears illness. Prays for the dead. Goes to church to pray for forgiveness for the sins of the dead, and her own.
Thinks that at Easter the spirits of the dead sit at the table with her and share the meal, although the souls of the sinful stand at the threshold. On such days there should be no swearing at the table as this scares of the visiting spirits.
Anna Ivanovna thinks that people are guests on earth; their permanent living place [postoiannoe mestozhitel΄stvo] is in the world beyond the grave.
The time for Judgment Day will come, the call will sound and all will stand up before the court. Sinners will fall into hell, which she imagines as a huge cauldron: some will be roasted in pans, others will drag rocks, water. She imagines heaven as a large garden with an abundance of l owers-"like a public garden" ["napodobie skvera"].
Thinks that most people have little chance of getting into heaven; basically only those who perished during the Patriotic War will go to heaven, and those who committed suicide stand no chance.
Why she thinks this, she cannot explain. However, she thinks that those who suf er on earth will i nd comfort in the at erlife, and the reverse. For herself, she would like to i nd deliverance from the woman who shares her room [sosedka po komnate]-Liusia. She is not entirely satisi ed with life-she has always been a single woman, and does not have her own apartment.
The believer is not active either at work or in the community. In the at erlife she hopes to i nd consolation, to meet with the deceased who were close to her-her sisters. Doesn't make preparations for the at erlife, although sometimes visits churches, to pray for her sins. Leads a full-blooded life [zhivet polnokrovnoi zhizn΄iu], quarrels with her [female] neighbors, uses bad language, and so on.
Her notion of resurrection is very vague, experiences fear regarding "judgment day," but this doesn't disturb her spiritual equilibrium.
61
Thus ended the report composed by I. M. Il΄ina, who identii ed herself as a nonparty, thirty-year-old graduate taking a course in the Department of Scientii c Atheism at the University of Marxism-Leninism.
In the visions recorded by anthropologists and folklorists, heaven is ot en imagined as an uncultivated, natural place, ot en with grassy i elds, woods, and huts, much like the rural Russian landscape. 62 In contrast, for Bylkova-a former peasant now living on the margins of city life-heaven has a distinctly Soviet feel to it: described as a small urban park (napodobie skvera), paradise would resemble a spruced-up Soviet city center. It was a place where the unremitting zhilishchnyi vopros of Soviet life would i nally be resolved and a postoiannoe mestozhitel΄stvo awarded. Also like Cherentsova, she had unusual, and in a sense Sovietized, criteria for a person to win entry to heaven: self-sacrii ce in the Great Fatherland War.
Even from the brief summary of ered by the interviewer, the reader gains a tangible sense of the rather lonely, thwarted life led by Bylkova: without a proper corner of her own, she resents Liusia, the woman with whom she is forced to cohabit, and longs for her deceased sisters. However, heaven of ers not only decent housing-clearly a key concern-but, in Bylkova's view, something more radical. Herself at the bottom of the social hierarchy, she imagines the at erlife as a reversal of fates: "those who suf er on earth will i nd comfort in the at erlife, and the reverse." There is a critical dimension to her religious disposition here, an implicit recognition of the huge inequalities that structure Soviet society and which she hopes to see overturned-a phenomenon only conceivable in the at erlife. The interviews with Strelkova and Bylkova suggest that some women who lived on the margins of society-pensioners, cleaning women, the single-envisaged heaven as a place where they would eventually be free from the indignities of collective living as they, poor, unmarried women, experienced it. 63 There are echoes here of Alekseeva's reaction to God's treatment of Elijah, described above, and her strong desire to see the poor defended.
As Faith Wigzell's work demonstrates, the popular tendency to see the other world as an inversion of our own, with the rich punished and the deserving rewarded, is not in itself new. 64 But in the Soviet context, the possibility of seeing Christianity's message as one of social justice suggests ai nities between Christianity and communism, and this was a proximity that atheist scholars strongly rebutted. In fact, the crib sheet provided to interviewers included a question meant to expose this problematic association: "Is the believer inclined to think that the construction of communism is the fuli lment of Christ's teachings?" 65 One elderly woman, Tat΄iana Likhacheva, replied as follows: "Yes, of course. God also wants us to live like that and wants people to live quietly, joyfully. And that's why there will be communism-because God wants it."
66 Kuznetsova said, "I imagine Jesus Christ as an individual, as a good, kind, wise person who lived for a long time among the people and taught them kindness, justice, wisdom. Christ, it seems to me, was the i rst communist." 67 Others compartmentalized the sacred and secular, one respondent answering, "It is people who build communism and God has nothing to do with this [bog tut ne prichem], but God helps good people in their lives and their work." 68 Another said she believed in communism and she believed in God and that "the country will arrive at communism, and God will still be God, all by himself [strana pridet k kommunizmu, a bog ostanetsa bogom, sam 63 . It has been argued that it was easier for a single person to preserve their faith within Soviet society than for those with a family; it was also, perhaps, more necessary. po sebe]." 69 Perhaps these two women realized that-however counterintuitive it may have seemed-laying claim to a resemblance between Christ and Karl Marx was not in fact the desired response. Bylkova, however, was audacious: rather than communism being the embodiment of Christian values, she implies, God's heaven was the only solution to Soviet socialism's inadequacies.
As he wrote up this research, R. A. Lopatkin, at the time a postgraduate student at the CPSU's Academy of Social Sciences, asserted that belief in the at erlife was, as should be expected, on the wane. But he also noted that in some cases, interviewees' material aspirations were feeding into their vision of the at erlife-for example, the hope of obtaining one's own apartment in heaven. Reasserting the didactic purpose of the interviews, he concluded that in discussing these issues, the propagandist had an ideal opportunity to help the believer understand "it is not in heaven but on earth, and only on earth, that fairness [spravdelivost΄] can be achieved. 70 Other scholars explicitly attacked any association between Christianity and social justice. In 1964, the philosopher A. A. Avetis΄ian wrote with great derision of what he considered a current fashion in the west for "Christian socialism," in his eyes, simply a cover for the materialistic, individualistic, reactionary mentality of the church. 71 Five years later, M. M. Sheinman, a historian and member of the Nauka i religiia editorial board, published a critical account of Christian socialism from the apostolic era to the modern day, stressing how this erstwhile religion of the poor had swit ly been conquered by the state and how the disenfranchised who tried to use the "religious form" to protest against social injustice were branded heretics and silenced. 72 In Nauka i religiia, too, attempts by the Orthodox Church to "modernize" itself were condemned, in particular, the proclaimed similarities between communism and Christianity. 73 Resenting any endeavor by the church to reinvent itself for the contemporary world, the atheist establishment worked hard to shore up oppositions. Science-faith remained one important axis, despite growing doubts about its ef ectiveness, but so too was Christianity-socialism: no one should be looking to God and heaven to escape the social inequalities the revolution had meant to end.
Performers, Missionaries, Collaborators, and Writers: The Multiple Vocations of the Interviewer
In addition to the enlightenment they were meant to of er the believer, the meetings generated by these research projects were to have an edifying ef ect on the interviewer, who was scientist, educator, and transcriber all rolled into one. In all the interviews we i nd what Yurchak calls "performative dimen-sions," which he sees "reproducing" certain social relations. 74 Given that the interviewer had both the pen and paper (and thus the means to decide what had or had not been said) and the question list (the power to direct conversation), he was clearly in a privileged position, reproducing certain hierarchies: atheism over religion, science over tradition, and, usually, youth over age. In these years, young people were expected to take an active role in various projects aimed at the collective good; many, even with the detachment of postSoviet hindsight, still remember the enthusiasm they felt for the voluntary work carried out as students.
75 By taking part in the project, the interviewers communicated their credentials as socially engaged young atheist Soviet citizens. Some appear moved by what they heard, others disappointed that they could not convert their interviewee to atheism. Yet, on occasion, it seems that instead of simply reinforcing an easy correspondence between atheism, science, and progress in opposition to the dark world of superstitious belief, the experience of conducting the interview in fact opened up new horizons.
We begin with a rather unusual interview. Perhaps it was his evident enthusiasm for the project which won V. I. Pronin, a student from the Ivanovo University of Marxism-Leninism, a meeting with a rather exotic kind of believer: a Baptist prisoner. Pronin wrote up his report under the title "SelfAnalysis of a Believer in God." Clearly disappointed that their meeting had not proved more ef ective, he explained: "Using a method of self-analysis in my conversations with Z[inov΄ev], I tried to help him understand his religious views [razobrat΄sia v ego religioznykh vozzreniiakh] and to recognize the inl uence of contemporary conditions on his consciousness. However, he turned out to be a zealous Baptist [revnostnyi Baptist]." 76 In keeping with the interest in psychology demonstrated at the Institute of Scientii c Atheism, Pronin spoke of the believer's "consciousness," on which he hoped to act: as a result of the thought processes the interview would encourage, the believer would be transformed into a modern, atheist citizen. Del ated, this student-interviewer noted, however, that the believer resolutely continued to believe in God, "just like before." 77 Pronin's report on the interview is a lengthy and detailed account. At er setting out the Baptist's history (a young Ukrainian, he had been sentenced for refusing to bear arms or swear the military oath) and his own approach to the interview, Pronin narrates the dif erent exchanges between the two men. One of his opening gambits, for example, was to "dispute the existence of God's paradise" using scientii c discoveries to make his case, to which the believer countered that only through God's eyes can one see heavenly paradise. In another, Pronin introduced the USSR's recent triumphs in space travel; Zinov΄ev did not deny these successes but attributed them to God's will, argu- ing that, according to the Bible, the laws of nature are revealed to those who fear God, a position then challenged by Pronin, who noted that Soviet cosmonauts, as atheists, are not afraid of God. 78 The report continues in this vein: the interviewer's own question or claim is followed by the believer's response, the inadequacies of which are made clear to the reader. The encounter is thus presented as a contest between two entrenched positions, one clearly superior. Although disappointed that his mission to save the believer has failed, the student had no dii culty in dealing epistemologically with the situation: in both the irrationality and stubbornness of his answers, the prisoner clearly matched what was to be expected of an active believer. In many respects, this interview is quite dif erent from the others examined here, not only because of the interviewee's denomination, age, and gender, but also because he was serving time as a conscientious objector; he had evidently decided certain civic responsibilities were incompatible with his religious beliefs and was ready to endure prison rather than fuli l them.
Rather shorter transcripts were produced by Sokolov, a fourth-year student medic who conducted interviews with at least two female pensioners from the city of Ivanovo. In writing up his reports, Sokolov chose to present the dialogue in the form of questions and answers, apparently verbatim. From the transcript, it appears that neither of the two exchanges lasted very long, although a couple of notes in parenthesis providing supplementary details suggest other, of -record exchanges, perhaps having taken place in earlier, unrecorded meetings. As presented, his believers appear relatively reticent, of ering only laconic answers to his questions. We have already met one of them, Likhacheva, who answered a question about God and communism with the claim that "God also wants us to live like that and wants people to live quietly, joyfully. And that's why there will be communism-because God wants it." 79 Curiously, another of Sokolov's interviewees responded with exactly the same answer, word for word. 80 How to explain the exact replication between two transcripts? Perhaps both women had said something similar, surmising (wrongly) that an equation between God and communism was the required answer. Perhaps Sokolov had typed up his notes in haste, inadvertently copying the wrong section or inventing sections that were missing. We cannot know. Yet, following insights from Yurchak's work, we should not assume that Sokolov was cynically acting out a part when he turned up on his interviewees' doorsteps, even if he did not pay as much attention to his elderly informants' observations as other students did. In Yurchak's terms, he had "reproduced" himself as a "normal Soviet person." 81 Nothing in either of these two sets of interviews suggests that the didactic, or missionary, impulse was successful. Sokolov, perhaps, had no expectation that it would be; Pronin was sorely disappointed with his failure. In both cases, though, the performative dimension was in play: the unequal relationship between interviewer and interviewee-the educated atheist and the backward believer-was reproduced. In the three interviews explored below, however, the binary of atheist and believer starts to crumble, and unexpected moments of intimacy break into the text.
Let us return to the story of Ol΄ga Kuznetsova. Conducted by a second-year student in the Department of Scientii c Atheism at the Ivanovo University of Marxism-Leninism, it i nishes with a surprising revelation: "I chose my own mother as the object of my chat [Ob΄΄ ektom dlia besedy ia izbrala svoiu mat΄]. I knew that my mum [mama] believes in God but had never spoken with her about religious matters. When I began the discussion about God and her faith, she responded enthusiastically."
82 Speaking of her mama as the object of her research, this student blended impersonal, academic language with more affectionate terms. Choosing her own mother as interview material might initially seem to be evidence of a rather perfunctory approach to the assignment, but given the content of the conversation, it was hardly the "safe" option. In March 1964, with Khrushchev still in power, discussion of the terror and one's own fate was possible but still daring. This is evident from the typed manuscript: in a paragraph on terror, the word unjustly is written by hand, as if something else below had been erased or a tentative blank let in a i rst drat . Aware that the conversation, although conducted within the family home, was meant for an external audience, the daughter-student had perhaps been wary of how to present her troubled family history. To an extent, the domestic nature of this beseda i ts more closely with Chizhova's i ctional account, in which discussions of faith, and indeed political persecution, take place only within the context of the family home. Yet in this household, scarred by the terror, religious faith had long been of limits, and it was only as a result of a research project conducted by an external body that it turned into a legitimate topic of family conversation, an opportunity the devout mother seemingly welcomed.
Another interview brought together two men in their 30s, both of whom had completed technical school. Gennadii Shevtsov (the believer) had a technical job in construction; Beliaev (the interviewer) identii ed himself as being a "nonparty" man who was taking a course in the Department of Scientii c Atheism at the Ivanovo University of Marxism-Leninism. 83 The transcript details the beliefs held by Shevtsov, including the notion that God is everywhere and created the world; that God answers prayers that ask for help and support but not ones that try to inl ict misfortune on others; and that there is no at erlife. He said that he did not attend church and did not enter into discussions about his religious beliefs because he realized it was inappropriate for a person of his age and educational level to do so. At the end of the three-page report, at er summarizing the man's key religious views, the text ends rather abruptly: "No one in his family knows about his faith." Given that he had become the subject of "individual work," his faith cannot have been entirely secret, but this young man, normally too self-conscious to admit to his beliefs, had, it seems, spent several hours sharing his ideas about God and the creation of life, divine punishment and intervention, prayer, and the existence or nonexistence of an at erlife. 84 The sudden ending to the transcript suggests the interviewer was himself struck by the signii cance of the revelation.
For both Kuznetsova (the mother) and Shevtsov, the interview provided them with the opportunity to speak about beliefs that normally were oflimits. Rather than convincing them that their views were erroneous and outdated, the experience was, as the transcripts suggest, almost cathartic. Both interviewers also found the process moving. Instead of preserving an entirely neutral position, they commented on passages they found af ective. Neither presented their reports as verbatim transcripts but instead directed their imagined reader (the academic researcher) to responses they considered "interesting." 85 Finally, we revisit the very i rst interview analyzed in this article: the encounter with Anastasia Alekseeva. Here the interviewer took a radically dif erent approach to the task of writing up the report. Instead of presenting the dialogue verbatim (as Sokolov had done) or summarizing the exchanges (the path others selected), the student, Volkov, wrote in the i rst-person, as if he had become his interviewee: "I imagine God as the human savior"; "I know about there being three Gods [o tom, chto bogov (sic) tri znaiu]"; and so on. 86 In the text, the interviewer's participation is entirely erased, only the numbers in the margin indicating that Alekseeva was responding to specii c questions or prompts and the prose too smooth and l uent to be a verbatim transcript of the actual exchange. Through Volkov's act of ventriloquism, Alekseeva tells a life story that incorporates both values encouraged by the Soviet regime (anti clericalism, defense of the poor, anger about social injustice) and ones that were antithetical to Soviet atheist culture (contemplation of the Bible, belief in God as creator of the world, regular prayer). Between the two authors of the text-Alekseeva and Volkov-an identity was constructed that was neither that of a conservative, or duped, believer nor that of a progressive, atheist Soviet citizen.
The interviews thus had the potential to spark unexpected moments of intimacy between atheist and believer. The reports written by Kuznetsova (the daughter) and Beliaev suggest they responded emotionally to the encounter: a quiet pride that her mother had survived such ordeals, even if it required a private faith; a sense of shock that his informant was speaking of beliefs that mattered deeply but of which his family knew nothing. In both cases, the research project generated conversations that would not otherwise have taken place. In the Kuznetsov household, it produced a dialogue about faith and family suf ering which both parties appreciated; for Shevtsov, it allowed a conversation about his beliefs which social pressures normally precluded. 
